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Chapter One

 


In AD 452, the Blood Coven, led by the
warlock known as the Cambion from Wales, divided the world into
three realms: Scath, Darque, and Earth. Such was necessary to avert
the doom of humankind.

 


Scath, Present Day

 


Elisabeta flung her arms from side to side
above her head. Her denim-clad hips rolled, a slow, seductive sway
in time to the music. She felt the rhythm, bone-deep, blood-deep.
Yet, she didn’t feel free. No. The party girl was bound in
chains of her own making.

Tossing her head, she flicked her long black
hair over her shoulder. Lustful eyes, pinned on Elisabeta, waited
for her to do what she was famous for doing—cranking up her motor,
currently to the sounds of Miranda Lambert’s “Mess with My
Head.”

Her rep as a wild female had obviously
spread across Scath’s regions. Tired of the bars in Covenkirk, she
was trying out the Stake House in North Shelters, home of the
shifters, a rowdy group of predatory Aeternals.

With hoots, howls, and growls blasting the
room, she might as well get busy. Time’s a’wasting.
Elisabeta craved the attention. She wanted to feel. If she didn’t,
she was just a cold vamp bitch with no hope, headed for the
bludfrenzy’s mindless hunger.

When she shrugged off her shirt, the deadly
shifters shouted and threw fists into the air. Next, she wiggled
out of her jeans to louder whoops. Once she was clad only in a lacy
bra and thong panties, the crowd got cozy, moving in closer to egg
her on.

Nope. She didn’t feel real yet. A
while ago, when Elisabeta had started on the road to being Scath’s
most eligible playgirl, she’d been elated. Hot nights. Warm blood.
Passion spilling freely.

She gave the crowd a few bumps. A few
grinds, her body fluid.

Fun times at bars, though, were fading into
predictability. Pausing her gyrations, she scanned the cheering,
boisterous crowd, bent her knees, and jumped off the table. On her
way to the exit, she scooped her clothes off the floor, including
her shoes.

Near the door, a berserker snagged her
elbow. “Elisabeta. You’re just warming up. Where ya goin’?”

She jerked out of his grasp. “To Angor when
I die. Where all bad Aeternals go.”

After he scrubbed a fist across his mouth,
he smiled, a front tooth broken. Probably from too many bar fights.
“But you’re very good at being bad. How about a private party at my
place down the road?”

“I’m not that desperate,” she snapped.

He growled, seizing her hair, pulling her
head back. “Very uncool.”

Elisabeta didn’t like to be handled. She
twisted around and bared her pearly fangs. “You’re right. Sorry.
But no still means no. Now, let go of my hair or die.”

The berserker snarled but released her.
Vamps were the most bloodthirsty of the Aeternal breeds. If she
carried through on her threats, he’d be down a few pints and maybe
dead.

Barefooted and nearly naked, she strolled
through the door and along the main street of the small North
Shelters town while the boisterous crowd at the Stake House still
partied, the noise blaring.

In her poor-me state, she reminisced about
the Firebrand warlock Tyr. After her Awakening, she’d dumped the
warrior. Mistake? No. She hadn’t loved him. Besides, she’d probably
saved his life.

Two big-cat shifters prowled toward her on
the same side of the street. They put their heads together,
clucking about the unclothed bad girl.

“What do you want?” she snarled.

They stared and hustled on their way,
avoiding the crazy female.

It was a chilly September night. A breeze
stirred newspapers, food containers, and other litter. But the
crisp air was bracing. Though it got her vampire blood racing, she
shivered. Elisabeta jammed one leg into her snug jeans and then the
other. She slipped her top over her head. Despite her dirty soles,
she stepped into an ankle-breaker. Hopping on one foot, she managed
to don the other.

Her gaze bounced around the street. Partying
was no fun. She actually felt worse about herself. And here she was
in North Shelters. Could life get worse? Yeah. It could. She
was hungry. And a hungry vampire was never a good thing. But her
appetite was less demanding than her mood.

What do I crave?

Elisabeta portaled to the strangest place
she could think of.

Now what?

****

Nelo ambled into the Strigodierna Shrine. He
paused. The architecture never failed to stir him—vaulted ceilings,
the nave which began at the entrance and ended at the altar, rows
of ancient wood benches, portraits of previous Cruors on the marble
walls.

He sniffed the air. An exotic aroma. A fresh
breeze. Wild roses. A spring shower. He wasn’t alone.

His gaze sought the visitor, a female who
sat in the shadows in a back pew. Her head was bowed, her long
black hair a waterfall down her back. She was an extraordinary
vision of beauty and remorse.

When he approached, she jerked her face away
to swipe at tears. Once presentable, she stared back at him, her
eyes vibrant blue, outlined in dark lashes, her face angelic, her
hair silky.

Nelo cleared his throat. “May I sit?”

She hesitated but finally nodded, scooting
aside to give him room. Nelo settled next to her, their thighs
touching.

The female sighed but didn’t speak.

Relaxing into the pew, he was still for
several moments, attracted to her dark beauty. “I’m Nelo.”

He waited, but she did not speak. “It’s
generally considered good manners to respond with your name when
someone gives you his.” He smiled, an action that usually had
females throwing themselves at his feet or other body parts.

She seemed unaffected. “Being ill-mannered
is only one of my problems. I’m Elisabeta.”

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before.”
Nelo slung an arm onto the back of the bench.

“I visited once. Maybe twice.”

He gripped her wrist with a light touch,
turning it over to expose the soft skin branded with a dagger.
“Bludclan Melius.”

“Yes. My brother is Rein. He’s a Firebrand.
My father is Alarik, director of the Ministry of Well Being. My
mother Castia.”

“A well-known family. Why are you here
tonight?”

“You’re nosy for a stranger.” A dark brow
kicked up.

“A grave failing on my part, but who better
to unload on than a stranger?”

“Okay.” She stroked a red-lacquered finger
along her cheek. “I’m a sinner. How’s that for an icebreaker?”

“To the point. And how have you offended the
Genitrix Gahya so badly as to call yourself a sinner?”

“The three Bs. Blood, booze, and banging. To
excess.”

Nelo chuckled. “Gahya is famous for her
excesses. The booze and banging should not be of concern, but too
much blood over a long period of time could trigger the
bludfrenzy.”

Her eyes flicked from side to side as if she
were thinking. “I don’t enjoy what I’m doing, but I can’t stop. I
am either seeking punishment … or worse. I’m triggering the
bludfrenzy.”

“Hmm. Self-punishment or the vampire
sickness,” he said.

“Yes.” Her lips curled into a seductive
smile that quickened his heartbeat. “Right now, I even want to fuck
you while I bury my fangs in your neck.” She paused. “And other
places.”

His hand slid to her shoulder, stroking it
as his sharp canines punched from his gums. He retracted them
before she noticed. “A gracious offer. I, too, am a vampire with a
strong libido.”

“But I sense you won’t take me up on my
offer.”

Though it was a statement, he answered.
“No.”

“Why?” Her chin tilted with the
question.

“I’m not a monster who will take advantage
of you in this sorrowful state.” When his thigh brushed against
hers, he luxuriated in the accidental touch.

She seemed to accept his answer. “I’m
broken, Nelo.”

Again, not a question. “Not broken, I think.
Bent, like a limb on a tree in winter, heavy with the weight of
snow. Or sorrow. You can wipe away tears with a stroke of your
hand, but I fear only hard work will keep them from flowing
again.”

Her laughter was sincere, warm, causing his
heart to beat against his ribcage.

“What is this hard work which dries tears?
And more importantly, once I’ve put in the work, will you take me
up on my offer of blood and sex?”

“Most certainly. When you are healed, of
course.”

Her fingers patted his hand resting on her
shoulder. “Incentive. That’s good. What will heal me, Nelo?”

“Healing begins within.”

“What if I’m hollow?”

He lowered his voice to a whisper, leaning
closer. “You are not. You just need to take the first step.”

“Which way?”

Nelo withdrew, settling back into the bench
again. “In olden days, flagellation set a sinner on the righteous
path. The belief was that when the skin was flayed and the blood
flowed, the sin would be expelled, too.”

Elisabeta’s mesmerizing blue, lash-framed
eyes widened. “I wouldn’t enjoy being whipped.”

“I don’t recommend it.”

“Name some more modern solutions.” Elisabeta
dropped her hand to her lap.

“Some penitents find meditation helps,” he
said, missing the warmth of her touch.

“My brother meditates. For him, it keeps the
bludfrenzy at bay. I failed at it, though. I don’t like what I see
when I look inward.”

He crossed an ankle over his opposite knee.
“How do you feel about good works?”

“Like helping others?”

“Yes. Some find a reward in acts of
selflessness.”

“Something to think about.” She rubbed her
temples. “I could use a drink.”

Nelo scrubbed a fist across his jaw. “So
could I. Follow me.”

“Where?”

“To my office.” He rose, offering her his
hand.

“Which is where?”

Nelo jerked his head toward a door in the
back. “Off the hall behind the shrine.”

“Why do you have an office in the
Strigodierna Shrine?” Elisabeta placed her soft palm in his,
following him.

“I’m the Cruor.”

She stumbled. “Oh, fuck, fuckety fuck. I’m
throwing myself at a holy man.”

He grinned. “You are. And he’s flattered.
Also as hard as the stones used to build the shrine.” He admired
her long, slim legs, made more attractive by her stiletto shoes
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